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Sensual Vitalities: Noncorporeal Modes of 
Sensing and Knowing in Native Amazonia
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Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute
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	 I	 received	 my	 first	 lesson	 on	 Yanesha	 theories	 of	 perception	 while	
fishing	one	dark	night	in	May	of	1977	in	the	Palcazu	River	with	Matar,	the	
traditional	chief	of	Camantarmas	and	my	self-appointed	mentor.	 	I	was	
an	undergraduate	doing	fieldwork	 for	 the	first	 time	among	the	Yanesha	
of	eastern	Peru	and	had	been	in	the	area	for	little	more	than	two	months.	
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	 It	 was	 only	 in	 the	 safety	 of	 home,	 next	 to	 the	 fire,	 and	 chewing	 a	
new	wad	of	coca	leaves	that	Matar	told	me	that	what	I	had	heard	were	
not	human	 voices	 but	 the	 singing	 of	Pocoy,	 a	 class	 of	 underwater	 river	












	 This	 is	why	Matar	was	 so	anxious	 to	 leave.	 	 If	 I	had	not	 left	while	
I	 still	had	 the	will	 to	do	 so,	he	 told	me,	 I	might	have	been	 tempted	 to	
communicate	with	the	mermaid.		And	if	I	had	done	so,	I	would	have	never	








with	 our	 own.	 	My	purpose	 is	 to	 advocate	 for	 a	 renewed	 anthropology	
of	 the	 senses	 in	Amazonian	 studies	 (see	Howes	1991,	2005),	 as	well	 as	
to	propose	a	critical	revision	of	the	notion	of	Amerindian	perspectivism.	
In	so	doing,	I	follow	what	I	consider	to	be	one	of	Joanna	Overing’s	most	
powerful	 arguments	 in	 her	 edited	 volume	 Reason and Morality.	 	 In	 it	
she	states	 that	“Humility	comes	only	 through	an	acquaintance	with	 the	
epistemologies	and	ontologies	of	other	cultures,	an	acquaintance	achieved	
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THE SELF AND ITS COMPONENTS
	 Yanesha	 ideas	about	 the	self	and	 its	 senses	are	much	more	complex	
than	 those	 prevalent	 in	Western	 societies.	 	According	 to	 their	 notions,	




another	 level,	 however,	Yanesha	 people	 conceive	 of	 the	 body	 as	 a	 tunic	
that	 cloaks	 its	 noncorporeal	 elements	 (see	 Belaunde;	 Rosengren;	 and	









Figure 1: Bodies are tunics and tunics are bodies.
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bodies.		This	is	confirmed	by	both	mythical	narratives	and	shamanic	beliefs.	
At	the	end	of	mythical	times,	humans	retained	their	tunics—meaning	their	













Not	 even	 shamans	 can	 perceive	 the	 spiritual	 dimension	 of	 things	 with	
their	bodily	senses	(see	Viveiros	de	Castro	2004b:465,	and	Vilaça	1992:66,	
81,	 for	 contrasting	Amerindian	 ideas).	 	Thus,	 these	 are	 conceived	of	 as	
unsuitable	means	of	acquiring	or	producing	significant	knowledge.		This	
task	 can	 only	 be	 accomplished	 by	 a	 person’s	 noncorporeal	 constituents.	
There	are,	however,	 important	differences	between	these	constituents	 in	














	 In	 contrast,	 yecamquëñ,	 (a	 term	 Yanesha	 people	 often	 translate	 in	
Spanish	as	nuestra alma	or	“our	soul”)	is	thought	to	be	endowed	with	the	
same	sensorial	capacities	as	 the	body.	 	 In	 fact,	Yanesha	believe	 that	 it	 is	
the	 soul	 that	 imbues	 the	 body	with	 sensory	 faculties.	 	They	 assert	 that	
yecamquëñ	 is	 the	 individual	manifestation	 of	 the	 all	 encompassing	“soul	
stuff ”	of	the	creator	divinities	of	the	yato’	(“our	grandfather”)	and	yompor	
4
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(“our	father”)	categories.		Known	as	camuequeñets,	this	divine	“soul	stuff ”	








the	 term	yecamquëñ	would	be	better	 translated	as	“our	vitality”	 than	as	
“our	soul.”	









the	objects	 that	 are	 in	prolonged	 close	 contact	with	 an	 individual,	 such	
as,	 for	 instance,	his	or	her	personal	ornaments.	 	 In	contrast,	yecamquëñ’s 
second	manifestation	 is	 inseparable	 from	 the	body.	 	Under	 the	 form	of	
a	tiny	homunculus,	it	sits	in	the	pupils	of	the	person	of	which	it	is	a	part	
(see	Mentore,	 intra).	 	When	our	 vitality	 separates	 to	wander	 about	 the	
world,	 the	 nondetachable	 part—known	 as	 pacheñmer	 (“his	 human-like	
being”)—keeps	guard	over	the	body,	which,	deprived	of	its	source	of	life,	is	
vulnerable	to	all	sorts	of	accidents	and	supernatural	attacks.				
	 As	with	 the	 body,	 our	 vitality	 is	 endowed	with	 sensorial	 capacities.	
But,	according	to	Yanesha	people,	whereas	the	bodily	senses	only	perceive	
the	 tunic	 of	 things,	 that	 is,	 their	material	 appearance,	 the	noncorporeal	
senses	of	our	vitalities	are	capable	of	perceiving	things	as	“they	really	are.”	
In	other	words,	 they	can	perceive	 the	 spiritual	dimension	of	 things.	 	 In	
perspectival	 terms,	 this	 is	 tantamount	 to	 saying	 that	 they	 can	 perceive	
animals,	 spirits,	 and	 other	 nonhuman	 beings	 as	 these	 beings	 perceive	
themselves,	 that	 is,	 as	human	beings.	 	Note	 that	 in	 contrast	with	other	
Amerindian	peoples	(cf.	Viveiros	de	Castro	2004b:	468)	Yanesha	attribute	
this	capacity	to	all	human	beings	and	not	to	only	shamans.		They	recognize	
three	 circumstances	 in	 which	 our	 vitalities	 are	 freed	 to	 exercise	 their	
sensual	 capacities	 and	 thus	 engage	 in	 processes	 of	 knowing	 (1)	 while	
people	are	asleep,	(2)	during	ritual	vigils,	and	(3)	after	consuming	narcotics	
5
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required	to	 live	 in	this	earth	(añe patsro).	 	Not	all	of	them,	however,	are	
attributed	the	same	importance.		As	with	Euroamericans,	Yanesha	people	






assertion	has	been	 recently	 contested	by	Classen	 (2005),	 it	 is	 clear	 that	
nonliterate	 peoples	 often	 privilege	 senses	 other	 than	 sight	 as	 being	 the	
most	important	means	for	acquiring	knowledge.
	 I	 was	 never	 more	 aware	 of	 the	 importance	 of	 hearing	 than	 on	 an	
occasion	in	1983,	during	my	second	fieldwork	experience	among	Yanesha	
people,	 when	 I	 invited	Mañor	 to	 come	 to	 Lima	 to	 help	me	 transcribe	
and	translate	a	number	of	myths	that	I	had	recorded	in	the	field.		It	was	
dusk	and	we	were	working	 together	 in	 the	 living	 room	when	we	 saw	a	
rat	creeping	into	the	house	from	the	garden.		We	chased	it	but	could	not	
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information	 for	 hunt	 and	 for	 performing	 other	 subsistence	 activities.	
Yanesha	hunters	 have	 a	 very	fine	 sense	 of	 smell.	 	When	walking	 along	
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of	medicinal	or	magical	 importance,	as	 they	are	among	 the	Matsigenka	
(Shepard	2004)	and	the	Bororo	(Crocker	1985:160).		
	 Although	 Yanesha	 consider	 bodily	 senses	 to	 be	 indispensable	 to	
human	praxis	in	this	earth,	they	have	little	trust	on	their	own	capacities	
to	apprehend	what	they	consider	to	be	the	true	nature	of	the	world	and	
its	 beings.	 	 Like	 the	 Cashinahua	 (Kensinger	 1995:237–246;	 Lagrou	
2000:157,	intra)	and	other	Amerindian	peoples	who	claim	that	knowledge	
resides	 in	 the	 body,	Yanesha	 believe	 that	 knowledge/memory	 resides	 in	










In	relation	 to	 the	Cashinahua,	according	 to	Kensinger,	“To	see	 the	 true	
nature	of	people	and	the	things	that	make	up	the	natural	world	one	also	










ideas	 about	 how	 knowledge	 is	 produced.	 	 In	 Aristotelian	 philosophy,	
sensual	perception	constitutes	the	basis	for	all	knowledge.	 	The	physical	
8
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world,	it	is	argued,	is	made	of	objects	composed	of	matter—the	material	




primary	perceptual	 faculty	according	 to	Aristotle.	 	For	 the	Yanesha,	 the	

























peoples.	 	Plato	proposes	 that	we	are	born	with	a	notion	of	 the	abstract	








of	 camuequeñets—the	 breath/strength	 of	 the	 creator	 gods—rather	 than	
9
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discrete	 never	 changing	 entities,	 they	 divest	 them	with	 the	 capacity	 of	
passing	 from	 a	 deceased	 individual	 to	 a	 newborn,	 or	 the	 possibility	 of	
transmitting	 knowledge	 from	 one	 to	 the	 other.	 	 Instead,	 they	 believe	
that	the	creator	gods	insufflate	vitality	into	every	newborn,	and	that	this	
vitality	returns	to	its	divine	source—located	in	Yomporesho,	the	celestial	








THE PRODUCTION OF KNOWLEDGE
	 From	 a	 Yanesha	 perspective,	 knowledge	 (eñoteñets)	 is	 always	
extraordinary	 knowledge	 originating	 in	 beings	 that	 inhabit	 other	world	
planes.		It	is	true	that	Yanesha	people	have	gathered	an	impressive	amount	
of	 what	we	would	 consider	 empirical	 information	 about	 a	 broad	 range	
of	 subjects:	 agriculture	 and	 astronomy,	 botany	 and	 zoology,	 hydrology	
and	 meteorology,	 navigation	 and	 architecture,	 medicine	 and	 poisons.	





accumulation	 of	 its	 results	 throughout	 the	 ages.	 	 Real	 knowledge,	 they	
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the	mediation	 of	 one’s	 vitality	 and	 that	 the	 acquisition	 of	 this	 kind	 of	











be	obtained	 through	 them	may	be	haphazard.	 	Wandering	 vitalities	 are	
only	able	to	collect	random	bits	of	knowledge	encountered	while	visiting	
other	world	levels.		Unless	people	train	themselves	to	“lucid	dream,”	that	





a	 knowledge	 quest.	 	These	 quests	 may	 be	 brief,	 simple,	 and	 with	 very	











and	 a	 stronger	 personal	 commitment.	 	 During	 these	 quests,	 generally	
associated	with	initiation	rituals,	the	boys	and	girls	involved	strive	to	learn	
two	kinds	of	knowledge:	 the	knowledge	dispensed	by	 their	parents	 and	
close	 relatives,	 and	 the	knowledge	 acquired	 through	 their	 own	personal	
quests.		Both	require	ritual	preparation	and	experienced	guidance.		Young	
men	are	trained	by	their	fathers,	grandfathers,	and	paternal	uncles	in	the	
art	of	hunting.	 	During	their	 training,	 they	must	 follow	a	 large	number	
of	 dietary	 proscriptions	 and	 prescriptions.	 	They	 are	 given	 epe’	magical	
plants	(Cyperus sp.),	which	they	chew	with	coca	leaves.		While	consuming	
11
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them	they	must	keep	vigil.	 	They	also	have	to	beseech	Rrera,	 the	harpy	
eagle,	master	of	all	animals	and	an	exceptional	hunter,	or	Pueyomp,	the	
primordial	mythical	hunter,	 to	guide	 them.	 	These	extraordinary	beings	












that	 is,	 of	 the	 extraordinary	knowledge	necessary	 to	be	 successful	 in	 all	
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THE VITALITY AND ITS SENSES
	 	Vitalities	have	the	same	senses	as	the	bodies	they	energize.		In	contrast	







most	 relevant	 spiritual	 knowledge	 is	 obtained	 by	 acoustical	 revelations	








	 Yanesha	 shamans	 and	 priests	 strive	 to	 persuade	 animals,	 spirits,	 or	








songs,	 the	 evil	 spirit	might	 steal	 one’s	 vitality,	 potentially	 causing	 one’s	
death.	 	Only	after	hearing	the	same	song	ten	times,	he	said,	should	the	
13
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to	 these	 souls—which	 only	 they	 possess—Yanesha	 shamans	 have	 the	
unique	 capability	 of	 turning	 into	 their	 familiars.	 	The	most	 important	
among	them	are	jaguars,	hummingbirds,	and	anacondas,	but	they	can	also	






	 Would-be	 priests	 (in	 the	 Yanesha	 sense)	 also	 sought	 acoustic	
revelations.	 	 But	 rather	 than	 addressing	 animal	 and	 plant	 spirits,	 they	
entreated	 the	 creator	 gods—especially	 Yompor	 Ror	 (Sun)—or	 friendly	
mellañoteñ	 spirits.	 	 These	 beneficent	 beings	 only	 reveal	 themselves	 to	
devote	Yanesha,	 that	 is,	 to	 those	seeking	their	guidance	through	regular	
fasts,	vigils,	prayers,	offerings,	good	thoughts,	and	an	attitude	of	suffering	
love.	 	 If	 their	 efforts	were	 deemed	 legitimate,	 the	 divinities	manifested	
their	 love	 and	 compassion	 for	 them	 by	 revealing	 themselves	 through	














taught	 to	 leave	 their	 bodies	 behind,	 and	 to	 travel	 to	 hidden	 regions	 of	
this	earth,	or	to	other	world	levels	above	and	below	this	earth.		Yanesha	
shamans	claim	that	 in	 such	 soul	flights	 they	 see	animals,	 spirits,	plants,	
and	objects	“as	they	really	are”,	that	is,	they	can	see	their	human-shaped	
14
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shamans	 attribute	 some	 bad	 odors	 to	 the	 presence	 of	 evil	 spirits	 and	
demons,	and	claim	that	certain	fragrances	are	sure	evidence	of	objects	that	
have	been	magically	worked	upon	to	act	as	charms.		Along	with	Muinane	
people	 (Londoño	 Sulkin,	 personal	 communication),	 they	 consider	 that	
odors	 can	 affect	 subjectivity,	 in	 some	 cases	 maddening	 and	 corrupting	




off,	 both	 evil	 beings	 and	dangerous	 charms.	 	However,	 among	Yanesha	
these	 senses	 generally	 do	 not	 play	 as	 relevant	 a	 role	 in	 the	 acquisition/
production	of	arcane	knowledge	as	hearing	and	sight.
15
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“vision	 centered”	 perspective	 on	 perspective	would	 have	 been	 expected.	
The	 predominant	 role	 attributed	 to	 sight	 over	 the	 other	 senses	 as	 the	





intra-	 and	 inter-specific	 relationships.	 	The	Kayapó	 term	mar,	meaning	
simultaneously	“to	hear”	and	“to	know,”	is	an	expression	of	this	widespread	
conception	(Murphy	2004:43).		Similar	notions	are	found	among	the	Suya,	
for	whom	 ku-mba	means	 “to	 hear-understand-know”	 (Seeger	 1981:83),	
and	 among	 the	Pa’ikwené,	who	 translate	 the	 term	 tchimap	 as	 “to	 hear-
listen-understand”	(Passes	1998:46,	and	intra).		
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as	 spirits	or	 as	 animals	 (predators)”	 (1998:470).	 	 In	other,	 extraordinary	
circumstances,	however,	the	souls	of	all	beings	see	themselves,	as	well	as	
the	souls	of	other	kinds	of	creatures,	as	being	human.		This	is	in	consonance	
with	 what	 Viveiros	 de	 Castro	 calls	 the	 “multinaturalist”	 character	 of	
Amerindian	ontologies.	 	 Such	ontologies	presuppose	 the	 spiritual	 unity	




	 The	 presumed	 spiritual	 unity	 of	 all	 beings	 has	 been	 persuasively	
contested	 by	 both	 Rosengren	 (intra),	 who	 argues	 that	 souls	 are	 not	
generically	 human	 but	 are	 rather	 highly	 individualized	 as	 the	 result	 of	
specific	 personal,	 social,	 and	historical	 conditions,	 and	Londoño	Sulkin	
(2005,	 and	 intra),	 who	 contends	 that	 the	 souls	 and	 bodies	 of	 different	
species	 differ	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 substances	 out	 of	 which	 they	 are	 made,	
which,	in	turn,	makes	them	more	or	less	moral.		My	analysis	introduces	
the	 variable	of	 consciousness	 to	 this	discussion—a	consciousness	 of	 the	
differential	sensory	faculties	of	embodied	and	disembodied	souls,	but	also	
of	 the	differential	 sensorial	 and	cognitive	 capacities	of	different	kind	of	











likáriwa	 among	 the	Wakuénai;	 or	 wakan	 among	 the	 Jivaroan	 peoples.	
These	components	are	believed	to	be	uniquely	endowed	with	the	sensory	





	 It	 is	 not	 clear,	 however,	whether	 animals	 and	 spirits	 have	 a	 similar	
17
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capacity	 to	know—that	 the	material	dimension	of	 the	world	envelops	a	
spiritual	dimension	that	 is	different	 in	 form,	and	that	bodily	perception	
is	always	perspectival.	 	Animals,	spirits,	and	other	nonhuman	beings	are	
distinct	from	humans	in	that	they	do	not	seem	to	know	this.		Jaguars,	we	











modes	of	 sensing	and	knowing.	 	 In	many	Amerindian	societies	animals	
are	 not	 believed	 to	 have	 proper,	 individual	 souls	 (Viveiros	 de	 Castro	
1998:471).	 	Rather,	 they	are	 thought	 to	be	 the	 individual	manifestation	






unaware	 that	 other	 beings	 are	 similarly	 endowed.	 	 It	 is	 this	 capacity—
awareness	of	the	perspectival	nature	of	perception—and	knowledge—an	




that	 animals	 are	 human.	 	Rather,	what	 they	 claim,	 as	 Stolze	Lima	 has	
so	aptly	put	it,	is	that	“animals	think	they	are	human”	(1999:113).		This	
calls	into	question	the	radical	version	of	perspectivism,	which	implies	that	
all	 perspectives	 have	 equal	 value	 (Århem	 1993:124).	 	However,	 it	 does	
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anthropocentric	 views	 of	 the	world—if	 by	 the	 prefix	“anthro”	we	mean	
present-day	 humans	 as	 opposed	 to	 primordial-era	 humans—than	 we	
are	 prepared	 to	 accept	 (Viveiros	 de	Castro	 1998:477).2	 	 Second,	 rather	
than	advocating	a	 single,	monolithic	 type	of	Amerindian	perspectivism,	
it	would	be	better	 to	 talk	about	a	variety	of	perspectival	cosmologies	 in	
which	core	perspectival	elements	are	combined	in	different	permutations	




(Stolze	 Lima	 1999:113).	 	 Such	 a	 danger	 is	 augmented	 further	 by	 the	





would	 make	 for	 a	 neat	 system	 of	 knowledge	 and	 perception.	 	 From	 a	
Yanesha	perspective,	however,	neither	the	corporeal	nor	the	noncorporeal	
senses	are	infallible.		They	are	imperfect	and	deficient	and,	thus,	open	to	
making	 mistakes.	 	 Additionally,	 the	 material	 and	 spiritual	 dimensions	
of	 the	 world	 are	 not	 self-contained	 and	 strictly	 separated.	 	 They	 may	
exist	 in	 a	 sort	 of	 parallel	 way,	 but	 since	 they	 harbor	 no	 discontinuities	
between	them,	they	are	thus	one	and	the	same.		Because	of	this	quality,	
the	embodied	and	disembodied	vitalities	of	different	beings	often	enter	
into	 contact	 in	 ways	 that	 transgress	 normal—meaning	waking	 life	 and	
corporeal—means	of	perception.		Both	situations—perceptual	failure	and	





Yanesha	 also	believe,	however,	 that	 the	 senses	of	 their	 vitalities	 are	 also	
imperfect.		They	say,	for	instance,	that	when	visiting	the	mountain	residence	
of	 Shemellama’yarr	 (the	 black	 Stinging	Wasp	 Jaguar)	 owner	 of	 the	 red	
19
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flowered	variety	of	 tobacco	used	by	 sorcerers	 to	bewitch,	 the	 jaguars,	 in	





	 Encounters	 with	 spiritual	 beings	 during	 soul	 flights	 may	 also	 be	
deceitful.	 	When	 a	 shaman’s	 vitality	 visits	 other	 levels	 of	 the	world,	 its	
senses	can	only	perceive	the	human	soul	forms	of	its	inhabitants.		It	cannot	
detect	 its	 nonhuman	bodies	 as	 they	would	 appear	 to	 him	while	 awake.	
Thus,	during	their	soul	flights,	shamans	cannot	always	distinguish	among	
the	 different	 beings	 they	meet	 (see	Vilaça	 1992:82,	 concerning	 similar	
Wari’	 notions).	 	Beautiful	women	with	 long	 hair,	 clad	 in	 bright	 tunics,	
painted	 with	 intricate	 designs,	 and	 adorned	 with	 necklaces	 of	 fragrant	











of	 another	 being	with	one’s	 bodily	 senses—which	normally	would	only	
be	 perceptible	 through	 one’s	 noncorporeal	 senses—is	 always	 dangerous.	





hunters	 are	 also	 prone	 to	 this	 kind	 of	 encounters,	 although	 in	 their	
case	 they	 tend	 to	meet	 the	 vitalities	 of	 individual	 game	 animals	 or	 the	
primordial	 soul	 forms	of	different	 animal	 species.	 	 Such	 encounters	 are	
always	dangerous.		They	entail	passage	into	a	liminal	space-time	in	which	
the	embodied	vitalities	of	humans	enter	into	contact	with	the	disembodied	
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peccary	may	appear	 to	 a	hunter	 lost	 in	 the	 forest	 as	 a	beautiful	woman	
intent	on	seducing	him	and	taking	him	to	live	with	her	in	her	mountain	
dwelling	 (see	Rosengren,	 intra,	 on	 similar	 liminal	 encounters).	 	 In	 such	
cases,	the	hunter	adopts	the	peccary’s	point	of	view	and	with	it	its	animal	
shape	 (see	Viveiros	 de	 Castro	 1998:483).	 	 Keeping	 one’s	 bodily	 senses	
from	perceiving	the	vitalities	of	beings	different	from	oneself	is	therefore	
as	important	as	training	one’s	noncorporeal	senses	to	identify	the	human	





and	the	 theory	developed	by	Plato,	 the	 latter	differs	 in	substantial	ways	
from	it,	not	the	least	because	it	lacks	the	perspectival	dimension	so	typical	










	 It	 is	 through	knowledge	acquired	 from	beings	 living	 in	other	world	
planes	that	Amerindians	have	 learned	how	to	make	and	remake	human	
bodies.	 	Amerindian	people	generally	 claim	that	 initiation	 rituals,	 all	of	
which	require	some	degree	of	transformation	of	the	initiates’	bodies,	were	
taught	by	 extraordinary	beings:	Moon,	Harpy	Eagle,	 Jaguar,	 and	 so	on.	
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or	a	song—from	any	of	a	vast	range	of	animals,	spirits,	and	divinities.		Even	
the	bodies	of	the	deceased	are	transformed	through	ritual	knowledge,	as	











and	 Steven	 Rubenstein	 for	 their	 enlightening	 comments	 on	 different	 aspects	
of	my	argument,	and	to	Olga	F.	Linares,	my	esteemed	colleague	and	friend,	for	
taking	time	to	correct	my	English.
	 1.	 	As	 did	Wittgenstein	 (1974),	 some	 recent	 authors	 (Viveiros	 de	Castro	
1998;	Stolze	Lima	1999:122)	conceive	of	souls	not	as	immaterial	entities,	but	as	




materiality	 of	 chetsots	 (body-as-flesh)	 and	 the	 light	 and	 diffuse	 materiality	 of	
yecamquëm	 (vitality-as-breath/strength),	 thus,	 denying	 the	 latter	 any	 kind	 of	
corporality.			
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